Molecular evidence for limited dispersal of vegetative propagules in the epiphytic lichen Lobaria pulmonaria.
Propagation, whether sexual or asexual, is a fundamental step in the life cycle of every organism. In lichenized fungi, a great variety of vegetative propagules have evolved in order for the symbiotic partners to disperse simultaneously. For lichens with the ability of sexual and asexual reproduction, the relative contribution of vegetative dispersal is unknown but could, nonetheless, be inferred by studying genotype distribution. The genetic structure of three Lobaria pulmonaria (Lobariaceae) populations from Switzerland was investigated based on the observed variation at six microsatellite loci. All three populations had a clustered distribution of identical genotypes at small spatial scales. The maximum distance between identical genotypes was 230 m. At a distance of 350 m from a source tree, seemingly suitable habitat patches were too far apart to be colonized. Some multilocus genotypes were frequent within local populations but no genotypes were shared among populations. The restricted occurrences of common genotypes as well as the clustered distributions are evidence for a limited dispersal of vegetative propagules in L. pulmonaria. Gene flow among isolated populations will ultimately depend on the capacity of long-distance dispersal and thus probably depend on sexual reproduction.